In the light of increasing concern about rising childhood obesity levels, and declining nutritional quality of children's diets, the Food Standards Agency commissioned a review of the effects of food promotion on children's dietary behaviour. 1 The issue had just been raised, in a global context, by a persuasive if polemical report to the World Health Organization by the International Association of Consumer Food Organizations. 2 The FSA review, headed by Professor Gerard Hastings from the Centre for Social Marketing at the University of Strathclyde, was published in September 2003, and was commissioned to examine the current research evidence on: a) the extent and nature of food promotion to children, and b) the effect, if any, that this promotion has on their food knowledge, preferences and behaviour.
The review explored the nature of marketing and promotion, especially marketing of food to children. It concludes, almost inevitably, that a) marketers are becoming increasingly sophisticated in their efforts to promote food to the very valuable market provided by children, and b) the younger the child, the less equipped they are with the necessary cognitive and social skills to understand the intention of advertising, i.e. they are more gullible.
The review also featured two systematic reviews on the extent and nature of food promotion to children and the effects of food promotion on children's food knowledge, preferences and behaviour.
The nature of, and trends in, promotion of foods to children
Since the 1950s, there has been a clear dominance of four food categories in advertising: (pre-sugared) breakfast cereals, soft drinks, confectionery and savoury snacks. In recent years, there has been a striking increase in advertising for fast food. By contrast, promotion of staples, 'meal foods' and fresh foods has apparently almost disappeared since the 1970s. Figures for UK spend on media for food advertising revealed that, although television was easily the dominant medium in this respect, its share of spending has been decreasing over the last decade. Other forms of promotion appear to be increasing, such as sponsorship, inschool marketing, point of sale, free gifts/tokens with foods, novel packaging, 'tie-ins' with entertainment media, etc.
The review considered studies of creative strategies used in advertising of food to children. The studies were difficult to summarise due to lack of agreement in defining creative themes. However, animation was a dominant device, and common themes included 'fun', 'fantasy', 'taste' and other sensory aspects of the food. Comparison with advertising, of for example toys or to adults, suggested that this set of 'hedonistic' themes was quite specific to food promotion to children. According to the review, breakfast cereals were almost the only food type promoted using nutritional or health claims (many of them do at least provide significant amounts of micronutrients).
Aside from the rise in fast food promotion, there has been no change over decades in the four categories of food that dominate advertising. In the case of promotion to children, one reason for this may be that these sorts of foods are by and large the only ones that the industry can reasonably promote to children. Younger children, at least, are not able to prepare food unsupervised, so there would be little point in industry promoting fresh meat, and other foods mainly eaten cooked, including even most vegetables, to children. Fruits and their juices might be a possibility; though we have witnessed recently the confusion caused when highsugar fruit-flavour beverages have been promoted with an attempted 'healthy' connotation.
Another reason for the dominance of these food types is presumably that they more easily allow development of proprietary brands, and have good shelf life. Furthermore, it is often overlooked that high levels of fat, sugar and salt -and most importantly high energy density -in such products are an almost inevitable consequence of competition that drives a need for innovative, sensorily appealing, low-cost, stable foods: industry is responding to biopsychological predilections. This is one of the reasons that governmental policies are needed to reverse the situation.
The review did not present quantitative data on trends in numbers of brands of children's products being marketed. This is a shame as it would aid interpretation of the advertising spend and airtime data: if those indices are increasing merely as a result of increasing competition between brands, the implications of these data may be less dire.
Effects of food promotion on children's food knowledge, preferences and behaviour
It is clear that food promotion is both noticed and enjoyed by children. There was also quite strong evidence that food promotion can increase children's food purchasing or purchasing-related behaviour (pester power), with the potential to alter food consumption.
However, there was little evidence to suggest that promotion of foods adversely affected children's (albeit limited) understanding of healthy eating. Even so, increased television viewing (not just food advertisements) was associated with less healthy eating habits, including when some potentially confounding variables, such as socio-economic status and parental nutritional knowledge, were controlled for. But the relative strength of influence of food promotion on children's diets compared to other factors was not clear from these studies: one study that measured this found that promotion explained only 2% of the variation in dietary indices.
Curiously, there was only modest evidence that food promotion significantly An appraisal of the FSA's 'Review of Promotion of Food to Children'
The potential risks of alternative therapies in the treatment of cancer CURRENT TOPICS AND OPINIONS 63 affected children's choice of brandpresumably the central purpose of such advertising. However, only five studies on this effect were reviewed. Further-more, although the authors claimed similar modest evidence for advertisements producing shifts in food category preference, it was not clear that this would translate to an effect on actual consumption. But there was a paucity of good research. This is the most relevant part of the review for potentially informing policy. Yet most of these studies were not only North American but also 10-30 years old. Even if one argues that the American market is several years ahead of that in the UK, this seems to be a limitation on interpretation, especially for observational data. A moment's thought on how dramatically the food retail environment has changed in 30, and even ten years will underline this. Furthermore, the concentration of research effort on television advertising may make the conclusions rapidly obsolete, as more and more products are promoted through alternative 'new media' channels. Also, this review is not a place to find much consideration of research on mechanisms that influence food choice, preferences and consumption in children generally. 
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A recent paper in Breast Cancer Research 1 reveals, yet again, the risks to which many cancer patients are exposed when choosing to adopt alternative or complementary approaches to their treatment and draws attention to the heterogeneity of the advice they are offered. In this work, health food stores in a major Canadian city were surveyed with regard to the advice given to those with breast cancer. Inquiries were made about product safety, the potential for drug interactions, cost and efficacy; employee training was also studied. The findings were alarming in terms of their implications for both patients and healthcare professionals. A total of 33 different natural health products (NHPs), ranging from herbs and herbal tea combinations to antioxidants, sterols and vitamins -and also mushroom extract and shark cartilage -were recommended at significant expense and in the absence of knowledge of the patients' prescribed medication; less than half those questioned recommended consulting a healthcare professional. Similarly, only three respondents discussed potential adverse effects though slightly more (eight) were aware of the possibility of adverse drug reactions or interactions with conventional therapies. Worryingly, two suggested that the product may offer the possibility of cure while one suggested discontinuation of tamoxifen which was described as 'poisonous'.
Few of the employees admitted to receiving any education regarding the products they were recommending, relying instead on a variety of sources of information including popular books, suppliers and 'in-store' training. Despite this patients appeared to be convinced by the information they were offering.
Findings such as these add to the existing literature on the use of alternative approaches to cancer treatment and are a source of significant concern, not least because of the lack of efficacy of such products. The fact that patients are not advised of the possibility of interactions with their current therapy, or are encouraged to discontinue conventional treatment may cause significant distress to those who are affected and seriously harm consumers. 2 Such findings also highlight the need for healthcare practitioners to be alert to the by the FSA. The authors proposed that many of the answers will only be provided by a "full test market" involving cooperation between the food industry and public health bodies, which will allow "…escape from the blame culture that pervades this issue…"
Inevitably, there is a need for more research before policy can be well informed. Nevertheless, judging by current media coverage, the FSA has ministers' attention, and policy announcements are promised for early 2004.
E Leigh Gibson, Senior Research Fellow, University College London
An evaluation of the FSA review commissioned by the Food Advertising Unit 3 is heavily critical of the review. It concludes that the FSA review does not have "…the robustness to be used for policy development".
Conclusion
Although the FSA review states that: "…food promotion can have and is having an effect on children…" the authors acknowledge there are gaps in the evidence base. Moreover, the relatively small amount of literature actually reviewed seems overall to lack relevance to the current situation in the UK, and is limited in its ability to address the questions raised
